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These thoughts arc, as Dr. Johnson said in his famous
definition of wit, both natural and new ; they are not
obvious, but when they are put before us we acknowledge
their justice ; we have not found them ourselves, but we
wonder how we could have missed them. It is an even
greater triumph for the aphorist when, in a flash of
insight, he can perceive, and having perceived, can
express some thought or feeling, that, however little it
may do us credit, has been lying buried within our hearts,
some experience of which we have never been aware
before. It is not only in the regions of self-love that, as
La Rochefoucauld said, there are many lands which still
await their explorers ; after an investigation which has
lasted for thousands of years, there are many aspects of
man's moral nature of which he is still ignorant, many
recesses of his heart which have never yet been sounded ;
and the explorer of these regions, the diver into these
depths, will often find much of rare value to reward him.
The human mind, a philosopher has told us, ' always
celebrates a little triumph whenever it can formulate a
truth' ; and the measure of that triumph will depend
upon the importance of the truth thus embodied in a
formula of words. If we ask, therefore, what the aphorism
is in its quintessence, and what is the quality which
gives it importance and enduring value, we have only to
read the sayings of some great master of life, some Pascal
or Goethe, whose intuitions seem to penetrate to the very
core of human experience, and whose words remain in our
minds as sparks, in the poet's phrase,c of inextinguishable
thought/
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To polish commonplaces and give them a new lustre :
to express in a few words the obvious principles of
conduct, and to give to clear thoughts an even clearer
expression : to illuminate dimmer impressions and bring
their faint rays to a focus : to delve beneath the surface